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Over the last century, conflicts across the world have resulted in an unprecedented 
number of cultural heritage sites being purposefully targeted for destruction. While there 
have been several historical attempts to combat this destruction, the emerging field of 
digital humanities is now using new digital technologies to also document and preserve 
cultural heritage demolishment. This article conducts case studies of two such projects: 
Project Syria, a virtual reality experience documenting the Syrian Civil War, and Manar 
al-Athar, a digital photo archive that collects pictures of cultural heritage sites in the 
Middle East. This exploratory study seeks to compare past methods of preservation and 
documentation of cultural heritage during times of conflict to current methods of 
preservation and documentation through digital humanities projects, and to determine 
what digital humanities projects can accomplish that more traditional methods of 
preservation cannot.   
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I. Introduction: 
Over the last century, conflicts across the world have resulted in an unprecedented 
number of cultural heritage sites being purposefully targeted for destruction. This 
increase in the systematic annihilation of cultural heritage can be linked to several 
factors, including the rise of nationalism during the 20th century. Several different 
political factions developed nationalistic sentiments that led to the desire to eliminate 
specific communities or cultures from their country that they believed did not belong 
(Riedlmayer, 2007). It is because of these beliefs that cultural heritage became a major 
target for destruction, particularly archives and libraries. Often referred to as “memory 
institutions”, archives and libraries collect documentary historical materials, such as birth 
records, marriage records, and land ownership papers, as well as cultural materials, such 
as old manuscripts, letters, and diaries, that reflect the social and cultural traditions of the 
communities they represent. Therefore, destroying such information is meant to obliterate 
the materials themselves and, through this process, to ultimately deny the targeted 
populations, “not only their lives and normalcy, but also their identities and their abilities 
to remember” (Supple, 2005). By attacking and destroying archival and cultural 
institutions, the aggressors are also attempting to destroy the archival, historical, and 
collective memory of an entire culture as well. In essence, they are trying to erase the 
community’s very existence, both in the past and in the present. As a man from Belgrade  
 
	 3	
stated after the library and archive in his community was demolished during the 
Yugoslav Wars: “Our library is destroyed, all our records are destroyed, our seals are 
missing, our safe has been emptied, our computers are destroyed or stolen. As the Islamic 
community of Belgrade we no longer exist” (Zgonjanin, 2005).  
However, there have been a variety of responses and projects created by 
governments, non-profit organizations, and individuals over time that have attempted to 
document and fight back against this destruction of cultural heritage and archival 
memory. During the first half of the 20th century, the focus of these efforts tended to be 
on the preservation or recovery of the physical materials themselves. In the last fifty 
years, oral history projects also became popular and they sought to preserve the memories 
of the survivors that aggressors had tried to silence through their pointed cultural heritage 
attacks. 
However, with the rapid development of digital technologies over the last decade, 
there have been new projects emerging from the field of Digital Humanities that are also 
being created in response to the destruction of cultural heritage. These digital humanities 
projects are capable of both archiving information and preserving cultural heritage in 
ways that have not previously been possible. In this paper, I plan on exploring two such 
Digital Humanities Projects: Project Syria, a virtual reality experience, and Manar al-
Athar, an online photographic archive. The purpose of my study is to explore the role that 
digital humanities projects can play in documenting and preserving memory in times of 
conflict when cultural heritage is under attack. I seek to identify what the major 
differences are between digital humanities projects and the more traditional methods 
previously conducted in response to cultural heritage destruction, and what digital 
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humanities projects may be able to do that these traditional methods cannot accomplish 
when preserving memory. This study, which is exploratory in nature, will use historical 
analysis and content analysis as its methods in order to seek the answers to these research 
questions. 
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I. Historical Background: 
 
  
History of Cultural Heritage Destruction Since World War II: 
 
During World War II, the specific targeting of cultural heritage for destruction 
was a strategy that the Nazis frequently carried out. One of the most notable 
organizations that participated in this demolition was the German force called 
Einasatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, or the ERR (Moustafa, 2016). Founded in 1939, this 
organization’s purpose was to “systematically collect Jewish books, documents, and 
manuscripts from libraries, schools, universities and private collections” (Moustafa, 
2016), after which they were either destroyed or sent to carefully selected German 
institutions for “scholarly purposes.” The overall goal of this task force was to annihilate 
Jewish cultural heritage, as well as any trace of Jewish existence within Germany. 
 In addition to the ERR, Nazis were believed to have destroyed at least fourteen 
libraries throughout Europe during German occupation between the years 1939 and 1945. 
Known examples include the destruction of the National Library in Warsaw in October of 
1944, which resulted in the loss of over 700,000 items, including valuable manuscripts 
and map collections; the burning Warsaw Public Library in January of 1945; and the 
burning of the Jewish Theological Seminary located in Lublin, which resulted in 24,000 
volumes being looted by the Germans (Hoeven & Albada, 1996; Moustafa, 2016). In all, 
it is estimated that over 15 million of 22.5 million volumes located within Polish libraries 
were destroyed during World War II (Hoeven & Albada, 1996).  
It is also speculated that the German Luftwaffe also purposefully targeted sites of 
cultural heritage for bombings over England during the Blitzkrieg as well. During these 
bombings, several of England’s largest libraries suffered burnings, such as the British 
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Museum’s library in London, which lost 200,000 volumes and around 30,000 
newspapers, the Central Public Library of Coventry, which lost over 100,000 books, and 
several others (Stubbings, 1993). 
Similar to the Nazis in World War II, several military factions during the 
Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s purposefully targeted cultural heritage sites for destruction. 
Due to collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and the general decline of communist 
ideology in the Balkan territories throughout the 1980s, a rise in nationalist sentiment 
seeped into the regions that made up the former Yugoslavia. This resulted in the breakout 
of several extremely bloody armed conflicts, and serious human rights violations ensued 
that were purposefully enacted outside of the realm of normal military objectives in order 
to ethnically cleanse minority populations. These violations included unprovoked attacks 
on cultural heritage sites throughout the Balkan territories. 
For example, during a siege on the Croatian coastal city of Dubrovnik from 
October 1991 into 1992, both the library located in the research institute (the 
InterUniversity Center), and the Dubrovnik Scientific Library were bombarded and 
sustained damages (Riedlmayer, 2007). The InterUniversity Center lost its entire 
collection to a fire caused by the bombardment—a total of 30,000 volumes (Riedlmayer, 
2007). Additionally, on August 25th, 1992, the National and University Library of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina in Sarajevo was also attacked with mortar shells by the Yugoslav 
People’s Army, or the JNA (Zećo, M et al. 1996). The shelling of the library lasted three 
days and, by the end of the attack, around 90% of the collection was destroyed (Zećo, M 
et al. 1996). Those that attempted to put out the fires started in the library, or save 
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materials from the interior, were targeted by snipers and further mortar attacks (Zećo, M 
et al. 1996).  
Three months before the bombing of the National and University Library of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the JNA also targeted the Oriental Institute in Sarajevo, which 
contained Bosnia’s largest Islamic manuscript and Ottoman document collection 
(Reidlmayer, 2007). The entirety of the Oriental Institute’s collection was destroyed, 
including “5,263 bound manuscripts…the Ottoman provincial archive, with more than 
200,000 documents, primarily source materials for five hundred years of the country’s 
history, [and] a collection of over one hundred Ottoman cadastral registers recording the 
land-ownership and population structure in Bosnia from the sixteenth through the late 
nineteenth century” (Zećo, M et al. 1996). By the end of a three-year siege of Sarajevo by 
the JNA, so many books and documents had been destroyed that it is speculated to be the 
“largest single incident of deliberate book-burning in modern history” (Riedlmayer, 
2007).  
 More of the same cultural destruction has been taking place over the past eight 
years during the Syrian Civil War. The radical militant group, known as the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has been seeking out cultural heritage sites to loot, destroy, and 
burn across the Middle East, all while recording the acts on video (Almukhtar, 2016; 
National Geographic, 2015). In 2015, they released propaganda videos showing members 
of ISIS hurtling through the Mosul Museum in Iraq while holding sledgehammers and 
pickaxes, destroying any valuable works of arts that they came across (National 
Geographic, 2015).  
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 ISIS also took over the city of Palmyra in May of 2015, which led to the 
demolishment of countless ancient artifacts, monuments, and cultural heritage institutions 
that were centuries old. Members of ISIS were so intent upon finding and destroying or 
selling these cultural artefacts that, in August of 2015, they murdered a well-known and 
highly respected antiquities scholar named Khalid al-Asaad. Asaad was beheaded and 
ISIS hung his body from a Roman column because he would know give them the location 
of artifacts that they desired to find (Schiavenza, M. 2015).  
 
 
What is Lost when Archives & Libraries are Destroyed in Times of Conflict: 
 
 When comparing the three individual conflicts discussed above, one main, 
overarching reason for the purposeful destruction of archives and other cultural 
institutions seems clear: ethnic and/or cultural cleansing. In the case of the Yugoslav 
Wars and World War II, ethnic cleansing was a huge factor. Defined by Riedlmayer 
(2007) as, “the mass expulsion of civilians driven from their homes, robbed, raped, and 
murdered for being the ‘wrong’ ethnicity and religion”, ethnic cleansing was often at the 
heart of decisions made to destroy cultural heritage. In the case of ISIS, while there is an 
ethnic cleansing component that can be made in some of their cases of destruction, their 
focus is defined more as “cultural cleansing” by organizations such as UNESCO 
(Bilefsky, 2017). This is because ISIS often states that they destroy cultural heritage 
artifacts or monuments that are sacrilege, or “do not conform to [their] strict 
interpretation of Islam” (Bilefsky, 2017). Regardless of whether it is cultural cleansing or 
ethnic cleansing behind the reason to conduct cultural heritage demolition, however, the 
question of why aggressors target these institutions to accomplish ethnic and cultural 
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cleansing is an important one to ask. What do archives and cultural heritage sites 
represent that make them such an important target for aggressors bent on “cleansing” in 
time of conflict?  
 The first reason is simply that these institutions allows us to, “learn more about 
the past, link our findings to the present, and according to the aims of the research 
conducted, try to predict the future” (Radeljic, 2015). In other words, archives and 
cultural institutions are often contain important historical research documents that can be 
used to educate or inform others about the social and cultural history of a particular topic 
or area. Therefore, destroying the these documents or artifacts can destroy the historical 
record these materials were documenting. Several records or cultural heritage sites that 
have been destroyed in the above-mentioned conflicts, such as the Oriental Institute in the 
Yugoslav Wars, contained information like birth records and land-ownership papers 
going back centuries. These documents effectively prove that Islamic peoples have lived 
and thrived in the Bosnian area for long periods of time. However, if a military faction is 
trying to rid the entire country of Muslims, destroying such an archive allows them to 
delete the historical record and then replace it with a version of history more suited to 
their interests. In one particularly poignant instance of this, a Serbian mayor whose town 
used to have over a dozen mosques before they were all purposefully destroyed said, 
“There never were any mosques in Zvornik” (Supple, 2005).  
 The second reason that cultural sites are specifically targeted by aggressors is that 
they are institutions of memory. Organizations such as ISIS, the JNA, and the Nazis all 
wanted to, “erase ethnic, religious, and cultural memories” (Zgonjanin, 2005). In sum, 
their ultimate purpose is to eliminate the very cultural identity and memory of the 
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communities under attack and the existence of the cultural heritage sites themselves as 
well. Destruction of the documents or artefacts that are associated with the memory of the 
past can be very powerful, in that it can lead to the manipulation of the present and the 
future. 
 Archives and cultural heritage as historical records, as well as representations of 
cultural memory, is what ultimately makes them such prime targets during times of 
conflict. These institutions hold important information that provide knowledge, culture, 
and history about the communities they represent. When they are destroyed, it is not only 
the community in which these institutions are located that suffer, but humanity as a 
whole. This idea that all of humanity suffers from cultural heritage loss began to be 
recognized during World War II, and it led to the first developments of major 
preservation efforts to combat such loss from occurring in response.  
 
Fighting Back: Historical Approaches to Combating Cultural Heritage Destruction: 
 There have been several different approaches that have historically been 
attempted in order to fight back against cultural heritage destruction. However, there are 
five approaches that seem to have been the most common over the last century. The first 
approach is attempting to preserve the original, physical materials that are vulnerable to 
attack. The second is the preservation of the information contained within the original 
document, which is generally done if the original copy cannot be moved or saved. This 
generally occurs through processes like microfilming or digitization. The third approach 
is focusing on rebuilding the collections that were destroyed or damaged. This often 
happens through international collaboration between other institutions and funding from 
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NGO or IGO programs. The fourth approach is by passing and enforcing international 
laws in order to punish cultural heritage destruction. This has included the passing of The 
Hague Convention in 1954, as well as the formation of criminal tribunals in order to try 
individuals responsible for destroying cultural heritage. The fifth and final approach 
focuses on preservation of the memory of cultural heritage loss. This traditionally has 
been documented through oral history projects or written testimony from survivors of 
conflicts, which are then placed within new archives or institutions to serve as a record 
and a remembrance of what transpired. Each of these approaches will be discussed in 
further detail below. 
Preserving the Original, Physical Materials 
 World War II was the first conflict where the concept of preservation of cultural 
heritage during war was developed and considered (Moustafa, 2016). This was in 
response to the Nazis’ occupation through Europe, where, “the German army seized 
cultural objects, library materials, artworks, and destroyed what the regime did not need” 
(Moustafa, 2016). In attempts to directly combat German looting, a group of soldiers, 
famously known as the Monuments Men, was created and given the following special 
tasks: “to minimize looting and identify looted items, to give first aid to art and books, 
and to engage in the recovery and restitution of cultural materials” (Moustafa, 2016). 
This group of British and American men was formed through the agency known as the 
Monuments Fine Arts and Archive (MFAA), which by 1949, was able to return 
approximately 2.8 million items to their respective owners or institutions across fourteen 
nations (Moustafa, 2016).  
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While this special task force of people was assembled during World War II to 
specifically save cultural heritage, smaller organizations of people have also successfully 
attempted to preserve or save materials under attack. In both the Syrian Civil War and the 
Yugoslav Wars, individuals and institutions attempted to move, hide, or save materials 
that they believed could be in danger of being destroyed (Miller, 2016).  In Syria, for 
example, Dr. Maamoun Abdulkarim, who accepted the position as director-general for 
antiquities and museums of Syria in the summer of 2012, made the decisions upon being 
hired to close every museum in the country at once, and to send every item within them 
to Damascus in an effort to preserve them from future looting or destruction. Because of 
this decree, it is estimated that the vast majority of the country’s historical objects have 
been saved—99 percent in fact (Miller, 2016; Harkin, 2016). On a much smaller scale, 
archaeologists from both sides of the conflict came together in the province of Idlib in 
Northern Syria in order to broker an “agreement by all the armed parties and the local 
community to put valuable objects, including engraved tablets from the Babylonian era, 
behind a thick layer of concrete in the provincial museum in Idlib City” (Harkin, 2016). 
 The benefits of preserving the original, physical material is obvious: its survival 
guarantees that not only the original creation and the information contained with the 
document or artifact remains, but that the cultural history and context associated with the 
artifact is also preserved. However, guaranteeing the safety of the original is not always 
feasible during times of war. It can be extraordinarily costly to move or hide such objects, 
and even if they are believed to be stored in a secure place, general maintenance to ensure 
the condition of the object does not deteriorate is still necessary. Therefore, creating a 
copy or facsimile of an original is often the next step taken. 
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Preserving the Information of the Original Copy 
 Preservation of the information held within the original copy was generally only 
used as a safety measure (i.e. if the original copy was destroyed, a second copy would 
exist), or if the preservation of the original copy was unobtainable in some way. For 
example, in England during World War II, microfilming was conducted in order to send 
duplicate copies of important information across the Atlantic to Canada and the United 
States for safe-keeping, in case the original copies were destroyed during the Blitzkrieg 
(Stubbings, 1993).  
 In Syria, a Benedictine Monk named Father Stewart, with the help of his non-
profit organization called Hill Museum & Manuscript Library (HMML), has been 
working to preserve Christian and Islamic manuscripts that are in the most danger of 
being lost or damaged by digitizing them (Fagotto, 2017). Father Stewart spends months, 
even years, locating manuscripts that fit the collection criteria of HMML’s holdings. He 
then contacts the communities, institutions, or libraries that own the documents and 
establishes healthy relationships with them before beginning the digitization process. He 
stresses the importance of developing open and trusting relationships with the local 
Muslim and Christian communities in Syria, as many of the libraries he comes into 
contact with are initially wary of outsiders, especially Westerners that are demanding, 
“access to cultural treasures” (Fagotto, 2017). Therefore, the actual digitization process 
that takes place is accomplished entirely locally. HMML trains small local teams in the 
digitization process of the manuscripts and provides the equipment, technical support, 
and wages for those working on the project. Once the manuscripts are digitized, they are 
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available, open-source, on the HMML website, and the intellectual property of the 
documents still belong to the original owner of the manuscripts. 
 Creating copies of original materials are often the only way in which the 
information and existence cultural heritage materials can be secured. Copies, whether 
through microfilm or through digitization, are much easier to transport, and can be stored 
in more stable locations for safekeeping. In addition, creating copies allows for the 
artifacts to stay in their country or community of origin, and lessens the risk of materials 
being lost, stolen, or unreturned after the conflict is over. Lastly, having copies of these 
cultural heritage documents can also aid in rebuilding an institution’s lost collections later 
as well, which will be discussed further in the next approach.  
Rebuilding Lost or Damaged Collections 
  
 Rebuilding lost or damaged collections in the aftermath of destruction generally 
involved collaborating with other institutions locally, or around the world, in order to 
receive replacement materials or funds to pay for reconstruction efforts. In the case of the 
National University Library of Bosnia-Herzegovina after the Siege of Sarajevo, for 
example, The Bosnia Manuscript Ingathering Project was created by a group of Bosnian 
and American scholars, in order to find copies of manuscripts and documents that had 
been a part of this library’s original collections (Supple, 2005). Through this project, the 
National University Library received microfilms, photocopies, and other alternative 
media of their original materials that had been obtained by library institutions and 
individual researchers from around the world. In one such instance, the National 
University Library received 360 photocopied pages of Bosnia manuscript codices from a 
retired University of Toronto professor that were a part of the Sarajevo Oriental 
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Institute’s collection, all of which had been destroyed during the siege. In addition to this, 
UNESCO’s Memory of the World programme also provided funds to the National 
University Library of Bosnia-Herzegovina that would help rebuild structures to house the 
library collections which had been destroyed during the conflict.  
 Through rebuilding archival and library collections lost during a conflict, 
communities can also begin the recovery and healing process. As Supple (2005) states, 
“archival and collective memory can be at least partially restored with the success of 
projects such as these.” However, while preservation of original content as well as 
rebuilding lost collections are important efforts in combating cultural heritage loss, these 
approaches do not address how communities handle documenting, collecting, and 
preserving the memory of the conflict itself. The next two approaches focus more on 
documenting the cultural heritage loss that was targeted, and ensuring that the archival 
memory of the conflict itself is remembered and becomes a part of the historical record.  
Passing and Enforcing International Laws: 
 
 After World War II ended, and the world considered what could be done in order 
to prevent such loss of cultural heritage from occurring again, new governmental 
organizations were created and international laws passed in order to provide stronger 
protections to cultural institutions and cultural sites. In response to widespread 
destruction of cultural heritage during World War II, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) came into being in 1945, and its 
primary role was to focus on cultural heritage protection and preservation in all countries 
around the world (Moustafa, 2016). Today, UNESCO’s membership includes 195 
countries and over 2,000 staff members worldwide (Moustafa, 2016).  
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 In addition to the formation of UNESCO, the Convention for the Protection of 
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict, more often referred to as The Hague 
Convention, was created in 1954. This document set out to protect cultural heritage sites 
during times of conflict and provide rules by which countries should abide by in order to 
prevent unnecessary destruction of these sites, which the document stated are the, 
“cultural heritage of all mankind” (United Nations, 1954). However, the conflicts that 
occurred in the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s led to the realization that The Hague 
Convention of 1954 did not fully address some of the horrors of cultural property 
destruction that occurred during this war. Therefore, the United Nations passed a second 
protocol of The Hague Convention in 1999, which expanded upon the original order 
(Meron, 2005). This newer version included, “guidelines for protection in time of peace, 
the creation of funds for the protection of cultural property during times of armed 
conflict, limiting conditions of military operations strictly to imperative military 
necessity, and clearly imposing individual criminal responsibility for violations of the 
Second Protocol” (Zgonjanin, 2005).  
 This updating of the 1954 Hague Convention towards the tail end of the conflicts 
in Yugoslavia was an attempt to crackdown on what had been an unprecedented amount 
of deliberate cultural heritage destruction. The United Nations also created the 
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) through its Security 
Council, and this international criminal court’s purpose was to, “enact measures 
necessary to maintain or restore peace and stability” (Meron, 2005). The ICTY tried 
individuals that were deemed responsible for various violations of international human 
rights and customs of wars laws, and used the Second Protocol of the 1954 Hague 
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Convention’s Article 3(d) to do so. This article states that the “seizure of, destruction or 
willful damage done to institutions dedicated to religion, charity, and education, the arts 
and sciences, historic monuments and the works of art and science” (Riedlmayer, 2007), 
were indeed war crimes and should be prosecuted. 
 Among those from the Yugoslav Wars that were eventually convicted of 
committing this crime under Article 3(d) were Timohir Blaskic, a Croatian general who 
played a part in the destruction of religious and educational materials and monuments in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Dario Kordic and Mario Cerkez, leaders within the Croatian 
Defence Council, who deliberately ordered attacks on mosques and other cultural 
institutions, and Midrag Jokic and Pavle Strugar, who were important members of the 
Bosnian Serb Army that were involved in the shelling on Dubrovnik, Croatia. These 
convictions showcased the seriousness with which the United Nations was determined to 
treat the destruction of cultural property at this time, and their cases eventually became 
stepping stones for how to deal with future conflicts in which cultural heritage sites might 
be targeted once more. 
 One example of this is in the Al Mahdi Case that was seen before the 
International Criminal Court (ICC) in 2016. Ahmad Al Faqi Al Mahdi was a member of 
an armed and extremist Islamist group called Ansar Dine that was set on instating Sharia 
Law through Mali in 2012 (Casaly, 2016). He played a major role in the destruction of 
priceless historical buildings, monuments, and artifacts in Timbuktu when it was 
occupied by the Ansar Dine for a short time in the summer of 2012. He is said to have 
personally instructed for the cultural heritage sites to be destroyed because they were of 
“idolatrous and a ‘visible vice’” (Casaly, 2016). Al Mahdi was brought before the ICC in 
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2016, with his main charge being the destruction of cultural heritage, and was convicted. 
This became “the first time that war crimes for the destruction of cultural heritage had 
been the principal charge in an international criminal case” (Casaly, 2016), and therefore 
a landmark for future cases involving cultural heritage destruction. 
 One of the major benefits to seeking out legal retribution in the aftermath of 
cultural heritage loss is that is demonstrates that such targeted destruction will not be 
tolerated. It recognizes the significance of cultural heritage at a local, national, and 
international level, and sends out the message that those who seek to destroy cultural 
heritage will be punished. Additionally, international criminal courts allow for the 
victims of these attacks to confront their attackers, and it can provide them with a sense 
of closure.  
Documentation of the Memory of Cultural Heritage Loss: 
 The last approach that has been used in order to combat deliberate destruction of 
cultural heritage has been the creation of various archival projects that attempt to 
document the destruction itself, through the collection of the memories and experiences 
of survivors and witnesses of the loss. Up until the last decade, the most frequent 
approach used to document these losses and memories has been the creation of written or 
oral testimonies, which are often funded, collected, and preserved by various 
organizations or institutions.  
 One example of such a project is the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum’s oral history archive. The museum contains one of the largest oral history 
collections of Holocaust testimonies, called the Jeff and Toby Herr Oral History Archive 
(United States Holocaust). The museum conducts its own interviews that it adds to its 
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archives, and also collects interviews from other institutions around the world. The 
archive’s collections are diverse, including testimonies from homosexuals, Romany, 
Jews, Jehovah Witnesses, and political prisoners that experienced the horrors of the 
Holocaust first-hands, as well as testimonies from individuals that witnessed and helped 
in the liberating efforts of concentration camps as well (United States Holocaust).  
 Several oral history projects documenting the experiences of survivors from the 
Yugoslav Wars have been created as well. One such project is called the “Oral History of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina: Unveiling Personal Memories on War and Detention.” This 
project, which was funded by the Netherlands Embassy in Sarajevo, contains interviews 
from over one hundred Bosnian-Herzegovinian citizens that recount their personal 
experiences from World War II and the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s (Oral History in 
Bosnia). The creators of the project state that the overall goal of the project is to 
“contribute to mutual understanding of the consequences of war for all inhabitants of 
[Bosnia and Herzegovina] and to awareness with regard to respect for human rights for 
all ethnic or religious groups” (Oral History in Bosnia). 
 In addition to the oral history projects, the records of court cases, such as the 
ICTY, can also serve as documentary evidence of the survivors of war. The collection of 
testified evidence from individuals that suffered from ethnic cleansing in the Balkans 
during the Yugoslav Wars allowed some survivors to voice the pain and suffering they 
experienced during the conflict. As author Shannon Supple (2005) states, “the 
information brought forth through the Tribunal’s investigations and prosecutions can be 
added to Bosnia’s cultural archives so that the personal memories of those who testify 
can enter into the historical memory of the region.” While some communities might have 
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had their archives completely destroyed, and their cultural history and record obliterated, 
a fraction of identity and autonomy could be gained back from the ability to voice what 
has happened to them through the ICTY. ICTY’s own archives can also serve as 
documentation in itself, of the horrors and atrocities that were committed during the wars. 
As Ban Ki-Moon, the former UN Secretary General stated, “the tribunals’ efforts in 
gathering and categorizing large amounts of documentation ensure that history cannot by 
distorted later for political ends” (Kaye, 2014). The existence of an ICTY archive, or any 
criminal tribunal archive, gives back a little of what was lost during the conflicts: the 
voices of those who had been victims of ethnic or cultural cleansing efforts. 
 Documenting the memory of the survivors, as well as the overall destruction 
occurring during war can be an incredibly effective measure in combating cultural 
heritage destruction, and should not be overlooked. While it is often the preservation of 
the materials themselves, or recovery efforts of the physical materials that tend to receive 
the most attention, documentation of the conflict and the destruction is just as important 
to consider. Documentation allows communities to have a chance to reflect on the 
violence that has been inflicted upon them and upon their culture. It allows them 
opportunities to heal and to rebuild their communities’ lost archival and collective 
memory through the retelling of their personal experiences and their personal losses. The 
documentation of cultural heritage loss approach is the one that I will be most focused on 
exploring throughout the rest of this paper. While this section has detailed some of the 
more traditional approaches used to document cultural heritage destruction, the field of 
digital humanities has been able to use new technologies to document these experiences 
in ways that have never been possible before. Through these digital humanities projects, 
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our approaches to preserving and combating cultural heritage loss can multiply beyond 
what we typically have seen in the past, and we can develop more effective methods in 
fighting these losses that seem to be becoming more frequent and more devastating by the 
day.  
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II. Literature Review 
 
Digital Humanities is a term that is difficult to define, with many scholars 
presenting vastly different opinions. However, the definition of the term that I find to be 
the most comprehensive is one developed at a conference called The Humanities and 
Technology Camp (THATCAMP), held in 2012. Their definition is as follows: “[Digital 
Humanities] values collaboration, plurality, investigation of human culture, and the 
disruption of, and reflection on, traditional practices and is concerned with, not just the 
use of digital technology for humanities projects, but how the use of digital technology 
for humanities projects changes the users’ experience” (THATCAMP Glossary of Terms, 
2012). This definition showcases the fluidity and non-traditionalized approaches that 
digital humanities projects use in how they the organize and use the information they 
collect.  
 Similar ideas about possibilities of the field of digital humanities were expressed 
in Clement et al.’s (2013) article, “Toward a Notion of the Archive of the Future: 
Impressions of Practice by Librarians, Archivists, and Digital Humanities Scholars.” In 
this study, Clement et al. (2013) wanted to explore the rapid acceleration of digital 
technology capabilities, and how this might impact the future of archives. They 
conducted interviews with five scholars, whom all worked within humanities fields, and 
asked them about their personal opinions on technology’s role in archiving. They then 
analyzed the results to come up with potential developing practices that might affect the 
relationship between archival institutions and digital scholarship in the future. 
 The interviewees in this study all seemed to express enthusiasm about including 
digital technology in the archival field. One interviewer stated that some of the greatest 
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advantages to digital humanities projects are: “the possibility of creating more expansive 
projects that contain unprecedented quantities of materials” and “the power to reach new 
audiences by providing free online access” (Clement et a., 2013).  Another interviewed 
scholar said that she saw, “data mining, visualization, and other innovative tool-based 
projects as the greatest advantages in doing scholarship with digital collections” (Clement 
et al., 2013). Both of these scholars pointed one of the incredible capabilities that digital 
collections can have: the ability to house a massive amount of material that can be easily 
searched, cross-referenced, and utilized to locate details or make connections between 
resources that before was not nearly as efficiently possible.  
Clement et al. (2013) concluded that, overall, the lines between archivist, 
librarian, and scholar are all becoming more blurred with the onset of digital 
technologies, with much more overlap and interdisciplinary coordination taking place to 
create, organize, and provide access to archival content. While this occurrence does seem 
to be causing some archivist “purists” to worry, others who are actually creating digital 
humanities projects seem to be on the side that more fluidity between the fields is a 
greater benefit for the actual preservation of information, particularly when projects are 
attempting to preserve information that is in danger of being lost. 
 Project Anqa, for example, is a digital humanities project whose goal is to create a 
web-based platform that documents Middle Eastern cultural heritage sites in 3D, while 
also providing background information and stories told by locals to put the heritage sites 
in context (Akhtar et al., 2017). Through this project, the creators hope to preserve 
cultural heritage sites within their own web platform that are in danger of being destroyed 
or are difficult to access because of conflict currently taking place in the area (Akhtar et 
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al., 2017). Project Anqa expressed pride in their interdisciplinary team, stating that it, 
“assures greater clarity as data moves from the hands of technologists to domain experts” 
(Akhtar et al., 2017).  
 Project Anqa also demonstrates the ways in which digital humanities projects 
create archives out of material that once was impossible to collect. This project is able to 
capture virtual, immersive experiences of cultural heritage sites that can make an 
individual feel like they are actually there in person. The features that are included, such 
as spatial mapping and 3D viewing, allow the user to interact with the archived material 
in an entirely original way (Akhtar et al., 2017). In addition to this, the project includes 
stories about each cultural heritage site that were gathered from locals. The inclusion of 
these stories allows the user of the collection to be exposed to a more contextual, 
historical, and anthropological experience of the cultural heritage site, rather than just an 
architectural one. In the past, before digital humanities projects could bring together so 
many different types of data in so many quantities, it could take days, weeks, or months 
for a researcher to locate all of this information and piece together a picture of just one of 
these cultural heritage sites. 
 Overall, Project Anqa is a more user-centric digital humanities project, and 
focuses on combining multiple bits of information and sources behind-the-scenes to 
present the user with a clean, and easy-to-use interface. However, there are other digital 
humanities projects that are strictly interested more in collecting information, interpreting 
it, and presenting it so that it can be utilized by anyone interested in the content. An 
example of this type of project is the American Schools of Oriental Research’s Cultural 
Heritage Initiative (ASOR CHI). This project, created in August of 2014, “monitors, 
	 25	
assesses, and reports on the cultural heritage situation; engages in global outreach; and 
plans future large-scale reconstruction projects to the post-conflict period” (Danti, 2015). 
ASOR CHI collects a vast amount of original data to determine the state of cultural 
heritage sites that have been impacted in Syria, as well as the rest of the Middle East, 
such as satellite imagery (Danti, 2015). While there is no mention of a long-term 
preservation goal in mind for the data that ASOR CHI is collecting, this is an example of 
a project that could be included into an archival collection, to ensure that it is maintained 
and accessible after the project is no longer active. 
Both Project Anqa and ASOR CHI are examples of digital humanities projects 
that are able to collect vast amounts of information and present it to users in more 
innovative and comprehensive way than traditional archives could do. However, the 
digital humanities project that Lesley J.F. Green (2008) proposes in her article, “Cultural 
Heritage, Archives, and Citizenship: Reflections on Using Virtual Reality for Presenting 
Knowledge Diversity in the Public Sphere”, takes the presentation of information one 
step further. Green, a South African anthropologist, was interested in trying to archive the 
oral histories she collected during an ethnographic study she conducted in two rural 
Brazilian villages called Kumene and Oiapoque (Green, 2008). The oral histories ranged 
from creation stories, to legends or myths associated with locations along the Oiapoque 
River, to stories about the people’s daily lives. Green wanted to be sure that when she 
organized the oral histories and made them accessible to the public, that the archive was 
representing the people of these villages and their stories as accurately as possible. 
 However, as she struggled with how to structure the stories, she recognized that 
how the Western World thinks about space and time was very different than these 
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indigenous villages. Therefore, through several consultations with the villagers, Green 
and her team decided that creating a “new kind of archive that could cross the boundaries 
between a map and an archive and a game” was the best approach (2008). The end goal 
was to, “integrate a virtual reality environment with a video archive, in which one would 
explore the environment and trigger the ‘memories’ (or videos) that were associated with 
those places” (Green, 2008). This eventual presentation of the oral histories was chosen 
so that Green could break the barrier of the Western conception of “space” and “time” to 
allow for a wider range of interpretations to be had by those interacting with the 
collection of oral histories. This unique digital humanities project showcases just how 
much can be accomplished by using digital technologies that were not possible before. 
Twenty years ago, Green most likely would have donated her oral histories to an archive 
or museum, or made them available online so that they could be listened to, with very 
little context provided on the relationship that these villagers have with time and space. 
However, digital humanities is a field that can take down these past barriers and allow us 
to communicate information and context that could never have been possible before. 
 Digital Humanities projects can also simply allow individuals to document and 
preserve digital information that cannot be stored or disseminated in any other way. For 
example, in their article called, “‘I will not leave, my freedom is more precious than my 
blood.’ From affect to precarity: crowd-sourced citizen archives as memories of the 
Syrian war”, authors Saber & Long (2017) delve into the Daraa archive, a collection of 
“crowd-sourced” videos, media files, social media posts, and photographs, that was 
originally started by two local men who were trying to document the very beginning of 
the Arab Spring demonstrations in 2011. At first, those contributing to this small online 
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database did not think they were creating an archive. They believed that they were just 
sharing information with the outside world about what was happening locally. However, 
as time went on, they recognized the importance of what they were recording: the start of 
peaceful protests becoming an all-out revolution (Saber & Long, 2017). As it became 
more and more unsafe in Syria, this archive began collecting some of the only existing 
video documentation of events of local protest against increasing violence in Daraa, 
Syria. This type of information, without a digital place to store it, could have easily been 
lost or would never have been possible to document in the first place. 
Each of these projects represent the more positive side of digital humanities and 
how they can transcend the barriers of communicating and representing information that 
traditional archives cannot. However, there can be drawbacks to creating archival 
collection in such ephemeral formats that have been discussed by scholars as well. In 
Madden & Seifi’s (2011) article, “Digital Surrogate Preservations of Manuscripts and 
Iranian Heritage: Enhancing Research,” the authors discuss the risk of losing important 
archival information because of the constant improvement and updating occurring to 
digital technologies. Formats, software, and hardware all frequently become obsolete, and 
it can be dangerous relying on digital projects to be the sole preservation method for such 
important information. Another concern is the expense of maintaining digital data on 
servers, which can quickly become quite costly (Madden & Seifi, 2011). However, 
despite this, as long as projects are well-funded and make sure to adapt to the changes in 
technology, the benefits of using digital humanities projects to enhance archives far 
outweigh the drawbacks. 
	 28	
 As has been shown above, there have been digital humanities projects created 
with the purpose of providing users with new experiences when interacting with 
information. However, very little research has been done that directly compares digital 
humanities projects to archives and how they can enhance the archival experience, 
particularly during times of conflict when information becomes much more difficult to 
communicate and cultural heritage is steadily being destroyed. How can we preserve 
what is being lost using digital tools? Can more be done in these circumstances to 
preserve memory and document the experiences of those living through the conflict using 
digital humanities projects than more traditional methods of preservation?  
The purpose of my study is to research and analyze two digital humanities 
projects that focus on documenting experiences and information about the Syrian Civil 
War in order to explore the role that digital humanities projects can play in documenting 
and preserving memory in times of conflict when cultural heritage is being destroyed. 
The two projects that I will be researching are Project Syria and Manar al-Athar. 
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III. Methods 
 
For this study, I conducted case studies on two individual digital humanities 
projects, Project Syria and Manar al-Althar, that have played a role in documenting 
experiences, memories, or materials that relate to cultural heritage loss in the Syrian Civil 
War. I chose to conduct case studies because there has been very little research done in 
this area to date, and I knew that my study would be more exploratory in nature. My 
overall purpose was to determine the “roles” that digital humanities projects can play in 
documenting and preserving information and memory during times of conflict. As 
Wildemuth (2009) stated in her work Applications of Social Research Methods to 
Questions in Information and Library Science: “Case studies are often used in 
exploratory studies to define phenomena worth studying further.” Using the case study as 
my methodology allowed me to dive deeply into these two digital humanities projects 
and gather a variety of data to see what possible patterns and common themes emerged 
that were informative and revealing about the role digital humanities can play in 
documenting and preserving information.  
I collected the data for my two digital humanities case studies by searching for 
three different categories of information: information that the creators have stated about 
the project, information that the media has stated about the project, and information that 
the users have stated about the project. I gathered primarily interviews and presentation 
transcripts, project reviews from gaming platforms, newspaper articles, and other media-
released information for my analysis. These documents were then analyzed using content 
analysis to see if particular themes or opinions seemed to arise. I then discussed the 
uncovered themes further, related them to the overall roles that digital humanities can 
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play, and touched on their possible importance and use in future digital humanities 
projects. 
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IV. Findings 
 
 
Project Syria: 
 
 Project Syria is a virtual reality program created by Nonny de la Peña, who is a 
journalist and co-creator of the VR organization Emblematic Group. Through 
Emblematic Group, de la Peña and her team create virtual reality experiences that have 
been coined as “immersive journalism” due to their ability to make individuals feel like 
they are actually inside a story (Malmo, 2014). Funding for Project Syria came from the 
World Economic Forum after the head of the agency, Klaus Schwab, was exposed to a 
different virtual reality project by de la Peña called Hunger in L.A. So moved by this 
experience, he commissioned de la Peña to make a similar project focus on the Syrian 
Civil War.  
 Therefore, Project Syria was created using Nonny de la Peña’s custom virtual 
reality hardware, and premiered at the World Economic Forum annual meeting in 2014 
(Project Syria, 2013). Throughout the short, four-minute virtual reality experience, the 
“player” is in a first-person view, and is transported to three different scenes in Syria. The 
first scene is a bustling city market, where a child can be heard singing in the background 
(fig. 1). After a few seconds pass by, a bomb hits the marketplace and the viewer can see 
the characters around them reacting to the attack (fig 2). The viewer is then transported to 
the inside of a refugee camp kitchen, where they are told by a voiceover about the food 
shortages that are common in refugee camps. Lastly, the viewer is transported to the 
outside of the refugee camp, where they see children sitting by a campfire. As the scene 
progresses, the viewer sees more and more people enter into the scene, and the camp fill  
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Figure. 1: Project Syria Marketplace Scene Before Bombing Scene 
Retrieved from https://dublin.sciencegallery.com/trauma/exhibits/project-syria/ 
 
 
Figure 2: Project Syria Marketplace Scene After Bombing Scene 
Retrieved from https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=icGroup.EmblematicGroup.ProjectSyria  
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Fig. 3: Project Syria Refugee Camp Scene 
Retrieved from https://www.polygon.com/2016/11/4/13507754/project-syria-steam 
 up with overcrowded tents (fig. 3). Through these three scenes, Nonny de la Peña create 
a virtual, yet realistic environment for viewers that would make them feel immersed in 
the story of Syrian refugees. As she said in an interview with Knoepp about Project 
Syria: “I think these are places that are inaccessible for most people and so how do we 
get them to understand these important issues? VR seems to be the best medium that I’ve 
ever worked in to do that…If you feel like you are there, then you feel like it can happen 
to you too” (Knoepp, 2017).  
 After collecting and analyzing various sources of information from the creators of 
Project Syria, four major themes emerged as being the most associated with this digital 
humanities project’s role in documenting and preserving the Syrian Civil War: empathy, 
authenticity, immersion, and reaching new audiences. 
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 The most frequently identified theme was immersion. De la Peña, or a member of 
her team, mentions the immersive experience of Project Syria in each of the five 
interviews and presentations that were analyzed in this case study. In an interview with 
Paisley Smith, assistant director to de la Peña, she stated that participating in Project 
Syria was like, “a disconnect from the world you know, and you’re immersed somewhere 
else. In this way you can be more invested in the experience. It’s a very powerful, 
distraction-free storytelling technique” (Malmo, 2014). De la Peña mentions a very 
similar point herself, when she stated that, “the intensity of the experience [of VR] is so 
unique that I became permanently driven to tell important stories in this way” (Parkin, 
2014).  
 The next most coded theme was empathy. Quite frequently, representatives from 
Emblematic Group mentioned the incredible capabilities of virtual reality to generate 
empathy in those that interacted with Project Syria. As de la Peña said in an interview 
with Volpe (2017), “this is such a visceral empathy generator. It can make people feel in 
a way that nothing, no other platform I’ve ever worked in can successfully do in this 
way.” In a Tedx talk, de la Peña also mentions that virtual reality can make an individual 
feel like they are actually in two places at the same time. She calls this phenomenon the 
“duality of presence”, and states that this feeling is what allows her to be able to create 
empathy in her VR participants. Making someone feel as if they are literally in someone 
else’s shoes, she argues, can make them feel a personal connection that generates feelings 
of empathy that simply reading about in a paper would not be able to accomplish (de la 
Peña, 2015).  
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 The third recognized theme was authenticity. De la Peña and her team often 
mentioned the importance of making sure that the experience they were recreating in 
Project Syria was authentic to what Syrians are genuinely experiencing in the Syrian 
Civil War. When de la Peña described the process of how she created Project Syria, she 
stated, “I start with eyewitness video, audio, and photographs and then carefully 
reconstruct an event with high-end animations, environment models, and spatial 
soundscapes to create a first-person experience of the events…source material captured at 
real events is necessary to make these pieces work” (Parkin, 2014). She also mentioned, 
in her Tedx Talk, how important it was to make sure that the sources they used had 
integrity. She said, “I have to really follow best journalistic practices and make sure that 
these powerful stories are built with integrity. If we don’t capture the material ourselves, 
we have to be extremely exacting about figuring out the provenance and where did this 
stuff come from and is it authentic?” (de la Peña, 2015).  
 The last theme that was recognized in more than one interview was the ability of 
Project Syria, and VR experiences in general, to reach new audiences through this novel 
information-conveying medium.  De la Peña, in an attempt to defend virtual reality as 
more than just a platform for entertainment, stated, “the decline of newspaper readership 
and the rise of video games in culture have softened attitudes about immersive journalism 
and the possibility of using virtual-reality…to reach new audiences. The ideas I’ve 
pioneered and the techniques I’ve employed seem to be gaining widespread acceptance” 
(Parkin, 2014). Also, when asked the question, “Why did you choose virtual reality as a 
medium for dealing with these subjects? How does virtual reality offer more than 
traditional videos?”, de la Peña replied that, “audience numbers in cinemas are 
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dwindling, and virtual reality is a good way of getting the public’s attention…this 
technology enables the public to feel things, whereas before they could only see them. 
Virtual reality is revolutionizing how we see and experience images and information” 
(Quinio, 2016).  
 When evaluating the media’s response to Project Syria, the same four themes 
were the most recognized throughout all sources. However, the themes of immersion and 
empathy far outweighed reaching new audiences and authenticity within the media 
coverage. The media seemed to want to focus more on the virtual reality project as an 
“empathy machine” that could immerse individuals into a completely different world 
(Volpe, 2015; Makin, 2017). Malmo (2014) states that, “In the case of Project Syria, the 
effect of the experience is almost the opposite of PTSD: people take the goggles off, 
having (relatively) felt a part of the trauma that Syrians are living each day.” Makin 
(2017) takes his analysis one step forward by citing sociological research conducted on 
the actual impacts of virtual reality on individuals. One scholar he cites, named Dr. 
Doron Friedman, stated that, “studies showed…the experience of being in another’s body 
causes immediate psychological effects, and if we were put in a certain kind of body, we 
would be inclined to adopt behavioral patterns that are identified with it” (Makin, 2017).  
 While the themes that were represented in the media outlets and the creators of 
Project Syria were relatively in sync with each other, the common themes that popped up 
in reviews of the VR project on a gaming platform called Steam were drastically 
different. On this platform, users can rate every “game” that is available for purchase or 
download. Project Syria, which became available for download for free on Steam in 
2016, had primarily negative reviews. There were a total of 60 reviews (in English) on 
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the site, and 43 out of the 60 (77%) were negative, whereas only 17 out of the 60 were 
positive (23%). In addition to this, 6 out of the 17 positive reviews were “satire”, making 
the true positive rating percentage even lower.  
The most commonly expressed opinion about the project through the reviews 
were that it was “political propaganda”—16 out of the 43 reviews contained this kind of 
evaluation. Some of the comments were quite derogatory and inflammatory, such as this 
one from a user named Co2: The Silent Killer: “Hard drive became infected with Islam 
and other garbage. I had to partition huge swaths of affected area and then format them 
all so I could start anew” (Steam Reviews). Another user, called J.P., wrote, “Pro-refugee 
leftist propaganda created by what can only be described as inept morons with 5 minute 
lesson tier grasp of unity and graphics that 1998 would frankly [be] embarrassed by” 
(Steam Reviews).  
However, despite the majority of reviews being negative, there were a handful 
that did express similar themes to the media articles and creators in their posts. For 
example, one reviewer stated that, “They say a VR headset can be an ‘empathy machine’. 
This is an attempt at that goal” (Steam Reviews). Another reviewer stated that the project, 
“shows the potential for VR to raise awareness and build understanding in ways that a 24 
hours news cycle will never be able to do” (Steam Reviews). One explanation for why 
the reviews on Steam were so heavily favored towards the negative could be the nature of 
the platform itself. Steam is a well-known gaming platform, where the vast majority of 
available downloads are genuine games instead of political/social commentary 
experiences, such as Project Syria. It is possible that the audience this game was released 
to did not understand the context of the project’s purpose, and therefore were extremely 
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harsh in reviewing the game. There were multiple users that stated in their reviews that 
Project Syria was not an actual game, and therefore should not be on Steam at all, for 
example. This explanation seems even more plausible when the reviews from Project 
Syria’s installation at the Victoria and Albert Museum are compared to Steam’s reviews. 
The Victoria and Albert reviews, as de la Peña reported, were overwhelmingly positive. 
One reviewer named Tom wrote, “Powerful concept…effectively breaks down the barrier 
of distance. Thank you” (Malmo, 2014). Another wrote, “Short span of time--lots of food 
for thought. Let us use this media to create better understanding and empathy for global 
citizens” (Malmo, 2014). The difference of type of review can be seen as very much 
dependent on the type of environment the project was presented in.  
Overall, the main impacts that both the media, reviewers (from the Victoria and 
Albert Museum), and the creators believed that Project Syria had were its ability to 
promote empathy, create an immersive and authentic experience, and lead to new 
audiences being reached about an important social issue. Through the project’s unique 
medium of virtual reality, they were able to place an individual in realistic, first-person 
situations that depicted the horrors of conflict in great detail, using extensive resources 
and documentation to create the experience. This digital humanities project showcases 
how information can be transformed into a completely new and revolutionary experience 
that people can interact with in an entirely new way. Traditional archives, while they may 
provide information such as photographs or oral histories of a conflict, cannot place an 
individual in such a realistic situation.  
In addition to this, a project like Project Syria can be a powerful resource to help 
preserve the memory of a conflict and the memory of individuals whose historical 
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cultural heritage is being destroyed throughout a conflict. Project Syria documents a 
common horrific experience that several Syrians are living through today. In an 
innovative way, this project is preserving bits and pieces of the memory of these 
individual’s experiences during this conflict, and is presenting it to the rest of the world 
so that others can gain a more personal understanding of their circumstances.  
Therefore, Project Syria, can play the role of “empathy machine”, or “immersive 
documentation”, that allows a user to experience a real-life situation as if they were 
actually there in person. So, what can a digital humanities project  like Project Syria do 
that traditional archives may not be able to? I believe Malmo (2014) says it best, when 
she writes, “the empathetic experience offered by virtual reality offers us the chance to 
bear witness like never before, and, in the process, better understand the plight of 
civilians caught in war. Immersive journalism may then be a valuable tool for preventing 
violent conflict in the future. And as war becomes ever more abstract for those living in 
the West, anything helps.” 
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Manar al-Athar: 
Manar al-Athar, which means “Guide to Archaeology” in Arabic, is an open-
source digital image archive of the Middle East operated out of Oxford University by 
Director Judith McKenzie. One of the main purposes of this digital humanities project it 
to provide “baselines from which to measure degradation of buildings and monuments in 
the Middle East and North Africa damaged or destroyed as a result of conflict. However, 
most importantly, with its records of buildings before this damage, the Manar al-Athar 
archive will be a vital resource for those working on repairs, restoration, or reconstruction 
(in physical or 3D-digital form)” (McKenzie et al., 2015). The project collects pictures of 
architecture, archaeological sites, and monumental art from around 300 BC to the present 
in the Middle Eastern areas that used to be under Roman rule during the Roman Empire 
(i.e. Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Tunisia, and Israel/Palestine) (McKenzie et 
al., 2015). All pictures can be downloaded for free in multiple different formats (fig. 4) 
for any type of use as long as credit it given to Manar al-Athar. 
After collecting various interviews, video clips, and articles that Manar al-Athar 
has promoted about their project, three major themes emerged in this product’s possible 
role in documenting and preserving cultural heritage during times of conflict: 
documentation of destruction, restoration, and open-source access.  
The most frequently mentioned capability of Manar al-Athar’s digital photo 
archive was its open-source access. The creators mentioned in every instance of an 
interview, talk, or publication on their website that all photos are “freely downloadable” 
and can be used openly for “teaching and research” (McKenzie et al., 2015). They even 
stated that, “there is no other open-access (or subscription) archive equivalent to Manar  
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Figure 4: Photograph of Tower Tomb of Elahbel in Palmyra, Syria—now destroyed 
Retrieved from http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/dams/pages/home.php  
 
al-Athar” (McKenzie et al., 2015). The reason the project touts their open-access policy is 
because they want their materials to be available without restraint so that researchers, 
teachers, architects, and cultural heritage conservators can all equally use their materials 
to serve their own needs.  
The next two identified themes were documentation of destruction and 
restoration. Manar al-Athar states that it provides “benchmarks for ascertaining damage 
to specific buildings due to recent conflicts, or a record of them, if [the buildings] have 
been destroyed” (McKenzie et al., 2015). While Manar al-Athar does not provide any 
personal assessment of damage, they do contain, within their collection, over 20,000 
public photographs that others can consult to determine what damage may have been 
inflicted on cultural heritage sites through comparison. Manar al-Athar also stated that 
their photos can, “provide a record of buildings and art essential for repairs and 
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reconstruction” (Greene, 2015). Just as their photographic archive can be consulted to 
determine the extent of destruction of a cultural heritage site, it can also be consulted to 
see how to reconstruct what was lost.  
 Unfortunately, after looking into Manar al-Athar more closely, there was very 
little media coverage of this digital humanities project. There were a handful of press 
releases or blog postings about the project; however, each of these were very short and 
restated the same points mentioned on Manar al-Athar’s website. Additionally, it was not 
possible to find any reviews of users of the archive to ascertain their opinions about the 
project’s capabilities and whether or not it was actually being utilized in that ways the 
project promoted it could. While this does limit the conclusions that can be drawn from 
the information gathered about this project, the benefits of what could be possible, and 
how it can compare to more traditional archival collections, can still be considered. 
 The four themes that were identified in Manar al-Athar’s literature showcase this 
digital humanities project’s ability to accomplish multiple tasks at once. Because of the 
archive’s open-access policy, anyone can come to the project and download pictures to 
use in their research or teaching freely. This foregoes a lot of the intellectual property or 
privacy issues that may arise when dealing with donors in a traditional archive setting.  
Additionally, this archive’s collection of a variety of different photographs from different 
time periods allow users to create timelines of what has occurred over time to one 
particular monument. Through the search features that this digital project contains, users 
can make quicker connections than one might be able to do in a traditional archive, where 
the photographs might be stored by provenance, donor, or other categorical means that 
make it more difficult to search on subject-based or location-based topics.  
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 Overall, Manar al-Athar archives the memory of cultural heritage sites as 
throughout history through thousands of photographs. For those cultural sites that have 
been destroyed or damaged, Manar al-Athar keeps the constant reminder of what that site 
looked like before the Syrian Civil War, and can help researchers understand how they 
could rebuild or remodel these cultural heritage sites in the future.  
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V. Conclusions 
 After conducting in-depth research into the digital humanities projects, Project 
Syria and Manar al-Athar, there are three main conclusions that I have made about their 
potential role as preservation tools during times of conflict. Each is listed below: 
1. Virtual reality-based digital humanities projects may be able to move beyond 
just the preservation of memory and the documentation of cultural heritage 
loss into becoming empathy-generating machines. This was a major theme 
mentioned several times throughout the literature by the creators, the media 
coverage, and the reviewers of Project Syria. 
2. Digital Humanities projects, while still focused on preservation and 
documentation during times of conflict, also have a more activist approach 
and purpose to the designs of their project than more traditional archives. 
Both Manar al-Athar and Project Syria both were upfront about the activist 
agenda their archives were advocating for. Project Syria wanted to document the 
experience of the Syrian population and share it with the world. Manar al-Athar 
wants to provide an open-access photo archive that can be used to document and 
understand the rampant destruction of cultural heritage sites currently occurring in 
Syria.  
3. Digital Humanities Projects are synthesizers of information, not just 
collectors of information. This was especially true in the Project Syria case. 
Several records and documents were collected, consulted, and utilized to create 
the VR experience. However, the end project was a synthesis of these sources, 
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rather than just a database or a collection where these sources are stored for 
people to find and make their own conclusions. 
So, what is the overall potential role of digital humanities projects in preservation during 
times of conflict? I believe that their role is not only to document, collect, or preserve 
what currently exists, as has so often been the traditional approach to preservation in 
times of conflict. It is, in fact, to gather the information, synthesize it, and disseminate it 
to others in new and innovative formats that no longer just inform, but immerse. 
 This study did have some limitations in the research collected. Roadblocks in 
collecting information about the Manar al-Athar project prevented me from being able to 
include information about the media’s response to the project, as well as users’ opinions 
on the project as well.  
 Further research that can be done on this topic is vast, as it is still a relatively new 
field, with very few studies conducted comparing digital humanities projects to archives. 
A logical next step would be to interview creators of digital humanities projects, such as 
Project Syria and Manar al-Athar, about what role they believe their projects play in 
archiving information, and how they see the field of digital humanities evolving as a 
whole. There is so much potential to learn about the intersection between digital 
humanities projects and archives, and I believe that this is an extremely important topic 
for other researchers to continue to study in depth. Much can still be learned about this 
field and its future impact on the archival profession.  
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